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Engaging, enraging public relations and the role of the Other 
 
The intention of this paper is to further the discussion around the development 
of theories of public relations by introducing to the mix the concept of the 
Other from the field of cultural studies. The development of discipline-specific 
theories as part of a “scholarly body of knowledge” (Wylie, 1994, p.2) – or at 
least a “unique” knowledge base (Parkinson, 2001) – has been suggested as 
one of the defining characteristics of a true profession. In the case of public 
relations, this is a development that has occurred relatively recently. Since 
public relations first began to emerge as a distinct practice in the early part of 
the 20th century, there has been a tendency to appropriate theories from other 
areas (such as organisational and media studies) to create a relevant theory 
base to explore, describe and predict public relations activities. However, 
these theories were often rarely more than a „best fit‟ solution, and resulting 
areas of discrepancy led to much confusion surrounding the form and function 
of public relations.  It could be argued therefore that the development of 
dedicated public relations theory – ideas that encompass the creation, 
maintenance and enhancement of relationships between organisations and 
publics as primary motivations – only began in the latter half of the 20th 
century with the work of people such as Grunig and Hunt, and latterly 
Ledingham and Bruning among others.   
 
It is possible, however, that there is still some value to be gained by exploring 
existing conceptual frameworks and theoretical structures to see if they 
provide some impetus to the development of specific theories of public 
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relations. In particular, it may be beneficial to refer to the concept of Other, 
taken from the realm of cultural studies. This is not an area that has been 
mined to any great extent by public relations theorists thus far: historically and 
traditionally, public relations theory has been based on sources in business 
management and – to significantly lesser extent – sociology (L. Grunig, 
Grunig, & Ehling, 1992) with perhaps occasional forays into critical theory 
(such as in Leeper, 1996; and Mackey, 2003). However, it seems that ideas 
emerging from within the field of cultural studies might well prove to have 
relevance for contemporary public relations theorists, particularly as the 
search continues for inspiration to enrich and develop the dedicated public 
relations theory base. The use of cultural studies is also potentially important 
in relocating public relations outside the limiting confines of the business 
environment.  
 
The concept of the Other has been the subject of much discussion by major 
cultural theorists including Lacan, Foucault, and Deleuze (Rella, 1994).  The 
basic premise underlying the notion of Otherness is that where there is any 
sense of identity – that is “a state of being the same as others in certain 
respects and maintaining a certain coherence in style” (Berger, 1984, p.95) – 
there must, by extrapolation, exist a sense of „not the same‟ or „Other‟: clearly, 
by bonding some people together, others are going to be excluded. The 
concept is thus employed in traditional, modern thought to refer to the 
opposite or opposed element in a binary opposition, such as East/West or 
masculine/feminine. Often, the concept of Other is used in a pejorative sense, 
to denote someone beyond the bounds of a normalised group. Postmodern 
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writers and thinkers, such as Probyn (1996) have taken this basic idea of the 
Other and adopted a consciously oppositional reading of its function. Rather 
than seeing the Other as being “less than” the subjective point of reference, or 
inferior in its difference, they rejoice in this separateness and value it for the 
unique perspective it offers.   
 
The suggestion that the Other may prove relevant in thinking about public 
relations makes use of both of these perspectives on Otherness. In the 
language of the discourse of contemporary cultural theory, the public relations 
professional facilitating relationships between organisations and publics is 
being asked to deliberately render themselves as Other in a variety of 
contexts. This directly challenges the assertion of Kent and Taylor (2002) who 
state categorically that “[p]ublics should not be thought of by organizations as 
“others”…” (p.32). Although they use a lower case descriptor, this nonetheless 
implies a critical, negative understanding of the concept of Other, which is not 
necessarily the entire picture in this setting.  
 
The idea of the Other has great potential significance for the conceptualisation 
and operation of public relations, particularly under models that might be 
labelled two-way or rhetorical in form.  A third party – such as the public 
relations professional – involved in the interaction between an organisation 
and its publics could benefit from recognising the concept of the Other and 
adopting a fluid approach to it.  As a paid employee of the organisation, the 
public relations practitioner may seem to be automatically placed within the 
framework of that organisation, with the public or community as Other.  
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However, a skilled public relations professional could recognise this and then 
work to adopt a deliberate perception of the organisation as Other.  Acting as 
a „critical friend‟ to the school, a public relations practitioner could analyse its 
performance and perceived attitudes as if s/he were a member of the 
community. This flexible point of view is not without parallel in 
employer/employee relationships: estate agents, although paid by the seller of 
a property, will often speak on behalf of potential buyers in negotiations, with 
the aim of reaching a mutually-acceptable deal. In the context of 
organisations, the basis for this response could be drawn directly from active, 
involved stakeholders, who might only need the public relations person to act 
as a facilitator.  Alternatively (or additionally) the public relations professional 
could seek input and opinions from more latent, passive public members, who 
might otherwise remain voiceless and disempowered in this dialogue. In this 
way, the role of the public relations person in this relationship may be seen by 
members of the organisation‟s publics to be less of a spokesperson for the 
organisation, and more of a truly critical third party or facilitator of real 
dialogue. Such critiques are especially vital to organisations that seek to lay 
the foundations for the responsive feedback loop that characterises the two-
way symmetric public relations paradigm.  
 
The delineation or demarcation that defines a group frequently results in – 
and from – a judgmental assessment of the group or of the Other, what 
McEvilley (1992) refers to as a value judgment, and this is where the role of 
the public relations practitioner becomes relevant.  McEvilley (1992, p.48) 
asserts that “[a] society‟s prevailing value system is in part a concealed 
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ideological tool”: if the word “organisation” is substituted for the word “society”, 
it becomes apparent that anything that promotes the organisation‟s preferred 
value judgments can be used as a tool to affect an audience‟s beliefs.  Public 
relations techniques, including media relations, product publicity, corporate 
communications and lobbying, can be used to create and reinforce divisions 
by encouraging and guiding the formation of such value judgments1.   
 
Although the major purpose of much public relations activity may indeed be to 
have publics view organisations in the best possible light, this is not only 
achieved by the promotion of positive images. An examination of the workings 
of the contemporary public relations practitioner suggests that there are in fact 
two main functions of public relations, both of which rely on the creation and 
manipulation of a sense of the Other. The two major themes may be 
summarised as oppositional and advocational. The creation of these 
segmented categories – with the advocational subdivisions of inclusive, 
exclusive and invitational – is achieved by means of a combination of semiotic 
factors including images, language and non-verbal communications. The 
segmenting functions may be used separately or together, in a variety of 
combinations. These suggested functions may be summarised as follows: 
 
                                            
1 It is acknowledged that the argument set forward in this paper continues the tradition of 
adopting of an organisational perspective for the practice of public relations. However, this is 
not problematical as it is hoped that the suggestions about Otherness will negate this bias. 
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The Oppositional Function  
 
In this type of public relations activity, the practitioner adopts a traditional 
perspective of Otherness and situates the organisation‟s opponents as inferior 
and less worthy.  The views and aims of the organisation are normalised and 
assumed to be the „right‟ ones, but little direct reference is made to them. 
They are treated as a given, and accorded an automatic placement at centre 
stage as an unspoken, implicitly-understood point of reference for the Other.   
 
Such techniques assume that the audience should/will share this position, and 
this in itself applies considerable pressure on the audience to conform with 
these views. Indeed, such an assumption can actually result in people taking 
an oppositional stance to an Other of which they were not previously aware, 
or about which they had neutral or even positive views.  Referring this to 
theories from the area of human sciences, this would equate to manipulating 
the audience through the progression of forming opinions, based on 
superficial knowledge and therefore easily swayed; then attitudes, coming 
from more information and experience, which are more difficult to change; and 
finally firmly-held beliefs (Mackey, 2000). This reflects the origins of public 
relations in propaganda. A case in point is the situation arising from the 
September 11 attacks on the United States.  Since that time, considerable 
tensions have arisen between the Muslim community and the rest of Western 
society, largely as the result of comments made by politicians (often speaking 
the words supplied to them by their public relations advisors).  The original 
intention was doubtless to rally support against the perpetrators of the attacks 
 7 
on New York and Washington, but despite the best intentions of politicians 
and community leaders, these negative judgments seem to have been 
extended from the terrorists to the general Muslim population.  Muslims have 
existed within Western communities for many years largely without problems.  
Now – although the vast majority have made no alterations to their behaviour, 
lifestyle or beliefs – they have suddenly found themselves redefined as Other, 
and have become the subject of all sorts of negative value judgments. This 
process is clearly indicated in anecdotal evidence and stories in the media 
about vandalism and graffiti affecting mosques, and the hostility expressed 
towards women appearing in public wearing traditional Muslim clothing 
("Hate-mail attack on Muslim teacher," 2005; "New Zealand PM condemns 
attacks on Muslim sites," 2005; "Peace walk is called off," 2005).   
 
However, this extension of hostility beyond the boundaries originally perhaps 
intended by the spin doctors does not indicate a failure on the part of the 
public relations practitioners: on the contrary, public relations has long been 
distinguished by the inexact, scattergun nature of the impact of its 
communications and the uncontrolled outcomes of such processes.  
Practitioners put out their messages in a way designed to have a certain 
effect, but they are powerless to actually enforce the desired interpretation of 
those messages by the audience. A significant factor amongst the people 
making these particular value judgments is that they do not – for the most part 
– identify themselves cohesively in any way, other than by their opposition to 
the specified Other. Semioticians have referred to such groupings, which 
combine many disparate groups by opposing them to something else, as a 
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“supercategory” (Gal & Irvine, 1995, p.973).  This supercategory status ties in 
closely with the notion of the oppositional function of public relations, which 
seeks to create such a grouping purely based on dissidence to the Other. It is 
significant to note that these „supercategory‟ groupings do not define fixed or 
stable social groups. The bases upon which the delineating value judgments 
are made may be affected by other forces, for example competing campaign 
claims, the views of opinion leaders, personal experience etc.  This results in 
a constant flux and flow as audiences accept or reject the value judgment 
being mooted by the public relations practitioner. 
 
Another example of this technique is seen in the party political broadcasts 
made to the public at election times.  It seems almost de rigueur for politicians 
to impose critical and negative value judgments on their rivals, squarely 
positioning them as Other in an entirely oppositional way.  For example, in a 
2001 election broadcast, John Howard repeatedly described the Labor party 
and its policies as insecure, indecisive, and weak, without going into 
significant detail about how his own party‟s actions and intentions differ.  
Although there was a mild exhortation to the audience to vote for Howard‟s 
Coalition, the majority of the broadcast focused on how bad the Labor party 
was.  Subsequent communications may have encouraged a positive electoral 
choice in favour of the Coalition, but this slot concentrated almost exclusively 
on positioning the opposition as an undesirable Other.  Again there was a 
strong yet unspoken assumption that the position of the proposer (Howard) 
was right, and that any difference from this opinion would be wrong. 
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This ties in with the theory of social learning, which proposes that “people 
modify their attitudes and behaviour to emulate or fit in with the attitudes and 
actions exhibited by others if there are psychological rewards for doing so” 
(Mackey, 2000, p.45).  The feeling that they are running with the pack, 
thinking and acting the same way as the majority of people, is a very strong 
psychological reward and inducement for many.  Seeing – or believing that 
they see – more people taking the same stance as themselves helps the 
audience feel assured that the lifestyles they have chosen, the decisions they 
have made, and the values they hold are the „correct‟ ones. This type of 
behaviour is referred to by social psychologists as “validation behaviour” 
(Frank & Stark, 1995) and is an instinctive human response, which is widely 
employed in advertising and marketing campaigns too. As McEvilley (1992) 
points out, the human desire to belong, to be part of the group is very strong, 
even if that group is only defined and loosely bound together by its opposition 
to the Other.   
 
Viewed from the point of view of public relations theory, this type of public 
relations practice ties in with the public information model of communication 
proposed by Grunig and Hunt (1984).  This states that an organisation‟s 
message can be distributed to an audience on a one-way basis with no 
attention to feedback, which is clearly the case in this oppositional situation.  It 
is of prime importance to spread the organisation‟s message rather than to 
assess what anyone else is thinking. 
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The Advocational Function  
 
In this situation, the public relations practitioner uses strategies and tactics 
that position the organisation as Other, but in a positive and desirable way.  
The condition of Otherness is created as a result of a positive value judgment, 
fostered within the audience by the public relations practitioner.  The public 
relations person will then also work to get the audience to see themselves in 
relation to the organisational Other in one of the following ways: 
 
Included – “Isn’t it good to be one of us?” 
 
In this model, the audience is encouraged to feel that it is part of this desirable 
Otherness.  An example of this is seen in the RACQ‟s publication The Road 
Ahead.  This is a glossy magazine, which is posted out to financial members 
of the RACQ several times a year.  It is not available to anyone else, and this 
restriction itself gives the publication a certain kudos.  The contents of the 
magazine further reinforce this sense of belonging, with special discounts and 
offers available to members only. 
 
Another clear demonstration of this principle is given in the insert found in 
packets of Dilmah tea. This little leaflet looks like a letter, and uses such 
devices as an informal and inclusive salutation, and warm, direct, personal 
language to make the tea buyer feel they are a part of a select group. The 
leaflet is tucked into the box, outside the vacuum-sealed bag of tea, and is not 
visible to the casual browser.  It is therefore not intended to directly attract 
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sales, but purely to make the purchaser feel a part of the Dilmah „family‟.  
Although this may be influential in the tea buyer‟s next purchasing decision, 
the principal aim is to encourage a positive feeling about the organisation, an 
impression that there is a relationship between supplier and shopper other 
than the purely commercial one.  Such relationship management is one of the 
prime areas for consideration among contemporary public relations 
practitioners (see for example Ledingham & Bruning, 2000). 
  
Excluded – “Don’t you wish you were here?” 
 
In this scenario, public relations techniques are used to manipulate the public 
into seeing the organisation as Other, but in a positive and desirable way, 
even though they remain external to – and excluded from – the organisation.  
An example of this is the Harley Owners‟ Group (HOGs), which is 
administered and organised by the external relations branch of the Harley 
Davidson motorcycle company.  Full membership of this group is restricted to 
purchasers of new motorcycles – if you buy your bike second-hand, you are 
not eligible to join (Harley Davidson Motorcycles, 2005). However, this does 
not appear to alienate the non-eligible motorcycle enthusiast.  On the 
contrary, anecdotal evidence suggests the genuine HOGs are regarded as an 
enviable elite, readily identified by their exclusive insignia and badges.  
Indeed, making the HOGs so elitist and exclusionary seems to add 
considerably to their status. The main reason for the existence of the club is to 
make people envious in a positive and acceptable way, which might act as a 
spur to potential purchasers of motorbikes to buy new rather than second-
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hand.  This may therefore be seen as an invitation to join (see below). 
However, even if a purchasing decision does not follow, the HOGs are still 
seen as enviable and privileged, but not with any negative connotations – 
surely a triumph of relations with Harley Davidson‟s publics.   
 
Invited – “Come on in!” 
   
Although initially positioned externally to the desirable organisational Other, 
the audience is invited to cross over and join in.  This „joining in‟ may be in the 
form of:  
 Taking out a membership – as in joining a sporting club or 
political party 
 Participating in the activities of the organisational Other – like 
attending Riverfest events in Brisbane  
 Offering approval – such as a vote in an election. 
 
Having attained inclusion within the organisational Other, the audience may 
then remain included or may revert to an excluded position as circumstances 
alter, for example at the conclusion of a specific event. 
 
One example of the advocational invitational function of public relations was 
seen at the Centenary of Federation Queensland race day held at the Gold 
Coast Turf Club in January 2001.  This event was organised as part of the 
nationwide celebrations of the Australian federation.  Part of the mission 
statement of the organising and funding authority (Centenary of Federation 
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Queensland – CofQ) stated that events should be designed and publicised to 
appeal to as wide a section of the local community as possible: the host 
organisation, the Turf Club, wanted an event that would not cost them any 
money, and might indeed attract additional revenue.  This meant that the 
event organisers had, in effect, two clients – CoFQ and the Turf Club – to 
position as an invitational, desirable Other to their audience.  
 
Press releases issued to promote the Turf Club race day were therefore sent 
to journalists and other media workers who might not normally have been 
informed about an ordinary race meeting, for example community newspaper 
journalists and families‟ issues writers.  Events were designed to appeal to 
people who might not normally go to the races, such as free face painting and 
pony rides for children; and a „Fashions on the Field‟ competition, open to 
everyone who came along wearing any kind of costume from the first 100 
years of Australia‟s federation.  Free entry to the course on the day (which 
was labelled „People‟s Day,‟ to further foster a sense of egalitarian 
inclusiveness) also extended the appeal of the event, as did the offer of prizes 
for people turning up in fancy dress and random giveaways of quality CoFQ-
branded items.  Special photographic displays of local history further 
reinforced the educational and informational purpose of the occasion. All this 
concerted effort was designed to give the local community the feeling that 
they were welcome to attend the event; that there would be some benefit to 
them in their attendance; and indeed that their participation would actually 
contribute to the experience for others.   In relation to the theories of 
persuasion, motivation and behaviour borrowed from the social and 
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psychological sciences, this is a clear demonstration of the exchange theory 
(Mackey, 2000) in practice.  This holds that “social life is a series of 
exchanges” (Mackey, 2000, p.45): so the audience gave their time and effort 
to attend the CoFQ event as they perceived there would be some 
compensatory reward, perhaps in the form of a fun day out with the family, or 
a feeling of joining in a historically-significant community celebration. 
 
In this particular instance, there was no desire to create a permanent inclusion 
of the audience within either of the two organisational Others. At the end of 
the race day, the audience concluded this particular connection with CoFQ, 
and many of those who would not normally go to the races would have had no 
further contact with the Turf Club.  However, the importance and success of 
the event was signalled by the high proportion of exit surveys that recorded 
positive attitudes towards both CoFQ and the Turf Club.  This seeking of 
feedback for informational purposes is also a distinguishing characteristic of 
the two-way asymmetric communication model (J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984) in 
action. 
 
The concept of Otherness is useful in describing the role of public relations in 
the management of relationships between organisation and publics. In public 
relations terms, most thinking takes place from an organisational perspective, 
and publics have thus traditionally been effectively rendered as Other. 
However, in two-way symmetric public relations it might be suggested that 
public relations practitioners deliberately adopt a position that sees the 
organisation as Other. This perspective shift – while not adversely affecting 
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the professional responsibilities of the public relations person to their 
employer – would be extremely helpful in presenting stakeholder issues 
effectively and convincingly, either directly or as an advocate. 
 
These examples are intended only as illustrations of the possible applicability 
of the theory of the Other in public relations. This suggestion of the potential 
usefulness of Otherness in – and to – public relations is not intended to be 
exhaustive or definitive. Rather, the aim is to introduce the concept into the 
ongoing discussion surrounding the development of new and enhanced 
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